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Accounting for Patterns of Topic Selection

_'1n Statehouse Reporting

Over the years, seme very different kinds"ofnresearch projects have all
pointed to the notiocn chdehjoﬁfnalisCS do not select information
1diosynefacically, that instead cheyipick topics in patterned wafs.

"But accounting for the patterns has been broblemacie.. Tfadicional
gatekeeping studies assumed that the best predictors were news values
assimile;ea as part of the joernaliscic trade.l More recently, attention has
shifted to how orgaeizacional demands can determine patterns of information

seeking.,2

....Yet these studies have all kept the locus of attention on the reporter or

AT

media organizacio;; “Anoche} group of researchers has shown—-fome of them
inadvertently--that the locus might be better placed on information SOufces.
Perhaps most proﬁinenclamong this ;FOup ac-preSenc is soeiologisc Mark‘
Fishman, who argues chae petter;s of news gselection are best predicted by "phase .
structures.” He‘defines a phase scrueCure'as "a very general scheme employed in
everyday chOught for picCuring events in the concexc of successively developing
phases.” 3 Everyone employs these frames of reference to make sense of his or her
environmeit, but Fishman suggests that journalists don't utilize their own,
personally developed phase scructeres to make information deeisions; 1nsceed, he

. argues, they aasimilece the frames of reference of their sources. “Journalists

' perceive events in substantially the same way that beat agency officials

3

-formulate their own and other persons' activities as events,” he nqces.4

The upshot of such sharing is that journalists' and sources' notions of ‘what

o . < °

‘about a bureaucratic structure are worth atcending.to should be very similiar.
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To be more specific, sddrcee‘should be‘influencial id defining the boundaries of
boésible story topics; they should eec the journalistic agende by, a péieri;
establishing whac'aspecca of bureaucratic structure belong in che.news columns.

| This study investigaces che possibility that sources indeed can account for
paccerns of jOurnalistic information seeking by cdmparing information’ provided -

by sources with_sCOries-writcen in a specific seccing: a staCehouse.

A Look at the LicereCure

.Many researchers.have reacted cautiously to Fishman's findings because he
bases his generalizations on a case scddy done at a single newspaper. And as an )
ecﬂnomechodologist, his data are not amenable to statistical tests.

Yet, if one broadens one'sinocion.of what eensciCuCes a "source” of
infofmation for journaliscs, then one can findia nunber of empiricai studies in
cﬁe literature that support the argument that Sources not only establish the
boundaries pf possible story copics'bdc also govern che_acﬁeneibn paid within
those bdundaries to varying cetegdries of toeics._'“ -

For example, when White examined his single wire service edicor, he foeussed'i
on the idiosyncracies of the perscn's seleecion procesa.5 Yec nearly. 30 years
later, when:ﬁirsch reexamined the dacalfrom that study, he found thaciche types
and proportions of SCOries chosen by this individual were ﬁearly idencical to

(=

the types and proportions of stories supplied by the wire services.6 The wire
service editor had duplicated the proportionate discributien of stories offered.
Similafly, HcCombs and Shaw reanalyzed the White data and calsulated a

"Spearman's.rho of .64 between ranks of ‘seven ncws content categories supplied by

the wire services and ranks of stories selected by Mr. Gates. They e180
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reanalyze& data from a replication of White's study? and calculated aﬂSpéarmsn's
rho of .80.8 | |

"Gold and Simmons éound a .915,c0effic1ent of concorQance%%etweenf:he ranks
3f proportions of content supplied by the APjand ranks of proﬁcrtiou of contént
utilized by 24 Iowa Aaily néwapapers.9 iAnd although Stempel found agreement
" between newspaper use cf wire stories gnd Ehe universe of availabie wire s;ories'
to be low in one study,lo i1 another his data indicate that newspaper use of

wire storieé was proportionate to the available topics generdted by AP.11l

Most recently, Whitney and Becker, in a field experiment setting, fOund that;'
both print and _broadcast editors selected stories proportionately from an
avai;able pile; the'authors calculated a Pearson correlation coeﬁficient between
number of 1tems.;ncdming and numberAselected in the seven topic categories of
112

All these studies support the argument that the wires——as sources of
_stéties-—notvonly set the boqndéiies within which aelecé;onh gr; made but élio
“cue” jsurnalists as to the "proper” distribution of-stories within those
-bo#pdaries. In Figshman's term, the wi;es seem to be the source of the phase
| structure uéilizedlby these editors.

But qne'migﬁt'argue that the frames of reference of wire service "sources”
,.are readlly'accqpted by journalists while éhe frames of refereﬁle of other types
6f sources may not be. Jonnalistsnand-traditionu; sources are supposed to have
- something of an adversarial reiationahip, after all. So oue might expect to
find the phase structure assimilétipn acena:ié‘f&llins apart in that |
vrelationship, Fishman's arguments notwithatanding._

.It 18 here that empirical evidence becomes scant. Few studies have

attempted to compare the raw input from sources with journalistic topic choices
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in a way that allows any conclusions more detailed thanigeneral dependency
‘statements.~ But the.fewﬂthat havevbeen published do fird dependence-by
Journalists on source input. ‘ )

For example, Sachsman monitored environmental press releases- sent to Bay Area
reporters and then compared the releases with the stories published. Of the -
stories produced -locally, more than half had heen influenced by public relations
efforts, he concluded.;3 | \

"And Hale, in a gtudy of newspaper coverage of state supreme court_decisions'
in Célifornia, found the media to be very dzpendent on press releases i3sued byA
the court. Of the 88 court decisions mentioned in press releases, 66% were
reported by at leaust one of the 10 newspapers in this study. In contrast, of ;

>  the 51 court deéisions,that were not mentioned in press_releases, only 8%
received any newspapericoverage.lé

~ The study reported here was desiéned in part to f111 in this empirical gap.

In the following pages we report on a comparison of raw input from etatehouse

sources with the stories ultimately produced by statehouse reporters.

Hypotheses

. If Fishman' s.notion of reporter assimilation of source frames of reference
is correct, then we should find similarities between the ranks of proportions of
content in source raw materials and the ranks of proportions of content-inv
published stories- We were able to find no studies that examined this |
'relationship for any type of reporting, much less for statehouse reporting. Ihe.
only study that'even came close was a study by Baker and Walter, who content

analyzed coverage of state gouernment in six Wyoming newspapers and found that
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the newséapers gave proportibnacaiy the same amount of space to eaéh__
1egislator.15 But this SCudy accempcéd no examination of the raw ﬁatérigls updn'"
' which the stories might have beeﬁ baséd. Yet che consistent findings'of‘the
wire service stﬁdies, coupled with the small number,éf raw input s;udies that
supported the notion of dependency of journélists on sources, prompted us to
‘ posit: | |

Hl: The fanks of propofcioﬁs of content in raw mgceriélé méde available cé
reporters by statehouse sources will be similar to the rarnks of proportions of
content found in published stories.

But would a sha?ed frame of reference also result in a use of similar
sourées? In our thinking; we returned to’ the tradiciongl notion of the
adversaria} rélationéhip between sources and journalists. Joufnalists may verf
well adopt the “phase structure” of'ﬁheir sources almost uncpnsciously. But
such normative practices as the need for “"balance” in storie; mighﬁ mandate a
departure from the scurce's fraﬁé of reference. A~journali§c may readily
accept a:bureaucracyfs notion of what 1is igporcanc and thus what ﬂeeds éo be
communicated to the public. But such agreement on a topic may not limit the
reporter's déarch for sources;buﬁside the bureaucracy deemed approporiate by
joﬁrnaliscic ﬂo;ms.

At least one study indirectly dogumencs this point by finding a .,
disproportionate use of sources. Jones and Meadovg, in a study ofvche'raw
information aiailable to and utilized by a small group of scienceureporCe:s in
éregc ﬁr1c31ﬁ, found that reporters wers less éhspicious of certain types of
sources (the sclentific co&municy) than otheré (iﬁhuscry), and u;ilized

information disproporcionatély on that b8818q16 So we hypothesized:
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H2: The ranks of proportions of sources in raw materlals made available to
‘reporters by statehouse sources will be dissimilar to the ranks of proportions

of’80urce§ found 1in publishéd storiles.

Method

This study focussed on media coverage of a statehouse for a number of
reasons. A brimary one was that statehousgse reporting was the focus of a iarger
reséarch prﬁject béing conducted by a graduate class at the School of Journalism .
and Mass Communication,17 making it possible to obtain theftype of data needed
for.this analysis. . But.perhaps just aébimportantly, focussing on a single '
statehouse (Wisconsin) gave us a setting in-which tﬁgwfglevanf sourcesAand
reporters 'were clearly defined. Aﬁk it'also made possible the collection of raw
source materials in an efficient manner.

This analysis fequired the collection of two types éf materials: raw
materi;is from sources and'published sgories from joufnalists. Collection took
~ place ddrihg four Qeeks in spring 1982: .two weeks when the state legislature

was nct in session and two weeks vhen it was in session.

Raw materials. Both Dunn and Nimmo found in studies of state andﬂnatiénal
government, reSpectively! that governmental oféicials rgly heavily on writteﬁ
documents when communicéting.ﬁith journalists.l8 so we oﬁtéined pernission from
the statehouse press room to, for all practical purposes, have our own_hailbox
.there. Consequently, we géﬁhered 698 pieces of prinﬁed materials during a
six-week period (a four-week subéet of these materials-—&hosé corresponding :5
the dates of the published sforiea-will be utilized in this ;apef). Four,éoders
.content analyzed tﬂe materials, Ldentifying the type‘cf document, {ts content and

its source, among other variables.l9
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Published scorigs. Becaugse of the difficulcies of retrieving and archiving
broadcast material, we confi;ed our analysis in this stage of the scﬁay to
newspapers. Mpre-specifically, ;e concentrated on the atories published during
the four-week pefiod by-che four major newspapers in Wisconsin: Milwaukee

Journal, Milwaukee Sentinel, Wisconsin State Journal and The Capital Times. The

latter two are published {1 Madison. . ?
' We‘concencraced on only four newspapers becauge.chese organizations
maintained the most comprehensive bureaus at thé scacehOuse; with individuals on-
hand on a daily basis. ‘And these newspapars aloné churned‘quc such a high |
ﬂ§olume of storles that adding additional newspapers would have overwhelmed our
available resourgés at the content analysis sCage.- |
Weirelied on a statehouse cliﬁpingfservice, the Capitol Headliners, to
collect the stories. Wwhile clipp;ns services are sometimes unreliable, spot
checks of this service inaicagedlit was missing stories only inCermiétencly.
Ultimately, 1246 pﬁblished gstorles were collected from the foﬁr-week period

in question and were analyzed by one of the suthors. Aa with the raw materials,

- gtories were coded for topic, type of story, general contént, and sources.20

Results
A8 indicated above, our collec:ion procedures resulted in largé numbers of
both raw source materials and published stories. A brief descriptive analysis

9

of the two collections follows:

Rav materials. Of the 698 pleces coded, approximately 2/3 fell into the

four-week time period Qe wished to deal with in this paper. But almost a‘chird

G

of the 698 documents were undated, mak;pg it {mpossible to situate them reliably
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in time. Once we eliminated the undated documents along with the dated
documents from the two-week period not under study, we were left with 266 raw

source 1tems.21

Not surprisingly, the vast majority of these items came from ;arious
individuals and components of the state government apparatus. However, 11.7% of
the pile came from persons 6r'organizations outside state gerrﬁment. These
grougé,included such organizations as the Sigrfa Club, citiééﬁ tax groupé,“étc

‘The majority of materials (64.72) were designed for repoftera; most>of.t ém

, , , ) .
wefé press releases of one.sort or another. Most of the remaining raw 1tem4?
g;re paper communications generated by the state governmental bure;ucracy..

gkeporters' mailboxes of.en were crammed with notices of hearings and with

| : /
~ sundry official documents. /
& . . R . //

Approximately‘26z of the raw materials offered information abou;/upcomiug

; events guch as meetings or hearings. Another 33% provided followup information -

“
1,

£ . about events that had takén‘place; for example, a licensing bdard/may have
issued a press release detailing the actionc at its lathmeeting. And 37% of
the raw materials dealt in a general way with issues. This last group included

legislative position papers, newsletters, court and hearing testimony, etc.

Newspaper storieg. Of the 1246 stories collected from the four ﬁewsbapers
during the four-week pe;idd, a mgjorityb(69;32) were datelined Madison. So it
.13 with'iﬁeqe 863 stories that dur analysis will 4951.22

As indicated in Table 1, the stories were distributed fairly evegly among
the four newspapers. Neérly 30% of the stories carrigd either AP or UPI wire
service daﬁelines; the rest weru generated by staff or sf;ihgers,; The vast

ma jority of stories (92.2%) came from the newé columns. The remaining handful




ware divided among stories labeled ”anglysis" (2.9%), editorials (2.7%Z) and

columns (1.9Z). Three stories (0.3%) were unidentifiable.

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

The éources of. information for these stories came almost entirely from
within gstate gévernmenc; in the mediad.scory; scaﬁe government sources
congtituted 99.6% of all the Sources mentioned. The ave;;ge story ucilizedICWO
sources. |

Before diséuséing the hypothesis tests, we should note that, interestingly,
there was little variation in the characteristics of either thé raﬁ source

information or the published stories azresgs the ouc-of-sgssion/in—session weeks.
We héd»expecced to find some significant differences in raw material output and
in story nroduction, but we found no@e. Consequently, the two-week pefing are
aggregated in our aﬁalyses. ) |
thpochests 1 suggested that we would find similar rankihgs of proportidns of
content across the raw materials and the published stories. We collapsed |

content into seven categorieu-23~ And, as Table 2 1ndiéates, the data support

the hypothesis. Regardless’of whether one coumpares the published stgries'wich
' 7/

/

all raw materials or only with those raw materials designed for the  press,

. Spearman's rho 18 high and statistically significant (in both cases, rs-.929,

L

p=,01). . ‘ ) L.

11
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TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE

Hypothesis Z, on the other hand, suggesged thaz che rankidg of sources
utilized in published stories would be diésimilar to source raﬁkipgs in the ra;.
matarials. Soﬁ:ces were.éollapﬁed into six‘cacegorie;, and, as Table 3
in&icaCeé, the rankings produce Spearﬁan rho's that are ﬁoc s:acisgically

significanc; Consequently, hypothesis 2 js.supported.

TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE

The major difference between rankings of sources in thé.raw;qnd pﬁblished
materials can b2 found with one catezory: external 3ources. While external
scurdes constituted only’ a little more than ore in 10 of the raw materials

available to statehouse reportars, they constituted nearly a quarter of the

¥

sources mentioned in the stories analyzed.

Discussion

These daﬁa iend empirical suppdrc to Fishman's suggegcion that journalists '
and sources share noc;ons about what aspects of a bureaucratic proceas are worth
pay;ng attention to. During ‘the time period scudied.hgre,bthe'“scgc; gerfn?eﬁ;
world” presenCed‘in gtories by the four msjqr newspapers in the state {in a gross
way resembled the world offered up to journaliécg in the plechdra of pr}nt..

materials made available to them. The patterns in topic selection could be. -

predicted by knowing the patterns of available information.

R
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: Honever, our finding of different patterns of source use between the raw and

published materials suggests to us that the power of sources to set journalistic

agendas can perhaps be 1imited by normatlve journalistic practices.’ tihile the
stories’ analyzed here depended heavily on state government sources, they
/

utilized -sources Outside government in a way that was disporportionate to
external source availability in the raw informdtion. One way to interpret such a
pattern is to suggest that journalists were making decisions to step outside
state government frames of reference in some source gselections.

Earlier, we had suggested/that disproportionate use of sources might be
traceable to attempts- by journalists to achieve "balance” in stories. One way
of examining that snggestion on a post=hoc basis in these data was to .
hypothesize'that externalgsourcesiwould be more likely :o appear in stories
containing conflict thaj/in other types of gstories. We had coded~for'the

ipresence?of conflict24 in the published stories, and Table 4 presents evidence
that, indeed, the conflictive story was morellikely to contain external sourees
than was the story thAt contained no conélict. The chi square'teéc indicates

/

o I

/ TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE

that.the'pattern'of proportions'in the table is not due to chance.

While these ‘data do seem to support the argument that journalists select
information in/s patterned way and that a major dnterminant of that pattern nay
be the franes/of reference,utilized by sources, we must caution the reader that

the simplicity of our analyses do not permit us to rule out the effects of

confounding variables.. For example, 1t could be the case: that both state

VR
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governmencal-1nBCLCucions and reporters are attending to "important eveuts" in

the environment quite independently of each other and that the existance of Suéh

events cﬁhs accounts for the apparenc'similaffftéi“iﬁ“géﬁérai—cﬁntenC“ranking§7—~*
In chig segsion, foé e¢xample, the scaCe'p budget w;s a major issue. One might .

".argue that the existence of a need to establish a budget established che'agendas
for EQSE.legislato;s and repsrCers.

Secondly, the ré@der must remember that patterns of ranks can change as oze
changes the number of rankiﬂgs in a set. Our seven content categ&riesiin this
study were thg‘end produqts of a recoding process that made concép;ual sense to
ﬁs.~ But had we ended up with 16';aﬁégoriea, would we have found similarly high
Spearman rho's? Such-a question puts ; burden on the researchers c0'concépCually
defénd the cACegorieé cre;ced; we mugt examine these caCeéories more carefully as

a ;esﬁlt. | {
Still, the rankings'unearched in this analysis=-~combined wicﬁ the findinga of
earlier studies mentioned above==point in a cqpcalizigg way Eoward some‘;evel.og
similarity,in the way that sources and:réporcers make judgments abéuc what is
important. If, 1n'fa;t, journalists do rely on sources as gene?al cspic
aggnda-seccera, then §ne Qighc r&iae ghe argument that the world ﬁresenced to us

P by the press indeed mirrors a reality “out there.” It h&y be reality constructed

by the providers of information.

‘G
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191ntercoder reliability was tested by examining the existence of agreement

iw&;mw“¥mmprMdisagreeﬁent»pe;ween all possible pairs of coders across all variables for

Ma random sample qf_tﬂé'materials. InitiéilY} we found that the proﬁortlon of
paired coding“agreemenﬁs'réngeﬁ from 100% to 61% over the 10 variables, with
‘an average of 80% coder agreement overall. This prompted us to examine the
variables that produced 1§w coder agreement pndfto take two actibns: (1) C&diﬁg
qchémes for some v;riables wére reworked ;nd the coding redone; and (2) Content
varigbles were cnilapsedﬂtbee:footnote #23), thus ;ncreasing coding agreement
fog thdse items." -
205t this staée, only one individual was iﬁvolved in coding materials.
Reiiabiiity was.éxamined by having a éecond_individual code.a random sample -
of stories and'tben’;omyaring ﬁhe coding schemes of the two individuals. The
two.coded.idéntically 80Z of the time. .
21A1though the 266'documeats.conatitute only 382 of the'briginal cbllection;'
we found the characteristics of this subset to be almost.identical to the
;~ characteristics of the total n. For pdfposes of comparisoﬁ, however, we, will
continie to qtilize thé 266 1n'our'analyiia.
224e utilized only thoéé stories generated in Madison in ofder to csmpare
"like withglike.' Although stqries about state governmental aét;vi;ies weré
being generated from a variety of.sites, 1nc1udin§ ﬁadiéon, it wés our view
' that the raw materials provided to MAdigép-bgsed reporters could orly be
prcperly compared with those atories genepaied in Madison. : , e
231n the initial coding otaggs, the number of content categofiésAfor the
raw materials reached 189. ﬁe did this in ofder.tozbe as p;ecise as possible -
at first. At the secoﬁd stage, the Zéteéories were collapsed to 29. The final
;£age'of recoding saw f;elcollhpse of‘the.29 gatégories to eiéht,_one nf which

was an eclectic category that was‘e}iminated,in the subsequent analyses. The
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final seven categories, and some examples of their contents, follow:

=

_Personnel regulation:— Informe'ton about decisions of such regulatory

_ agencieé or committee; as the Pharmacy Examining Board, thé Boa:d of Examiners
in Chiropractic, and the Real Estate ﬁ;oker}s Board. |
Social services and educatien: 'Unémp{oyment,iaging,-minorities, heélth,
education. ’ | |
Economics and taxes: Business and economic developmen;'issuqs, staté_tax
and finanég issues. |
Crime and legal ﬁatterg: Crime.aﬁdqprison 13sues. Most visible during
" the study period was .: dabaie on the location of a-new gtate pfison.
Environmental issues: .Land-use, fores:ing,-eqergy ahd utility issues.
Particularly §i§ib1e dur;ns the study period was Project ELF, the federaln
government's aetempt to build a radar system in pagts of Wisconsin and the
Upper Peninsula .of Michigan.
Politic#l structure: Iﬁternal legislative_lggistics, political party

structure, electiodlissues, eity and Eown affairs._

Transportation issues: Roads, aviation.

24Conflict was operationally defined as "an explicit verbal, ideological

or physical clash between or among persons, gZoups or institutions.”
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R o . ’ --Table 1- -~ =

Distribution of Stories Across Newspapers

Newspaper . °Number of stories JZtagevof ali gtories
The Capital Times - 204 . 23.62
°ﬁisconsin Staterqoufnal 252 . ' _ l-29.22‘
Milwaukee Journal o : - 233 ; - .27.0%
Milwaukee Sentinel ; o 174 . ' 20.272

Total _ . _' 863 : ‘ 100.02
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Table 2
' Comparison of Content Rankings

Between Raw Source Materfal and Published Stories

‘ ~ Raw Info _ '
_ . All RrRaw Info _ Designed for Pre<s  Published stories
‘Content area Ztage Rank Ztage Rank Atage . Rank
Personnel regulation 21.4 1 © 2744 1 21.3 2
Social serQices and ) -
education : 18.0'7 2 7.3 2 21.6 _ 1
" Econonics and taxes 139 3 14.9 4 13.9 4
Crime and legal ﬁatters 13.5 4 ~16.1 3 15.4 - .3
Environmental 1ssués 11.7 5. 10.7 s 13.5 LS
. Political structure, 169 6 . 3.6 7 | 8.9 6
Transportation lesues 8.6 7 . 10.1 6 3.8 7
Other issues 1.9 —— 1.4
" =266 ' ne168 . =863

_ Comparison éf'all raw iaformation ranking and published story rénking: rs-.°29, n=7, p=.01

Comparison of tanking of press—designed raw information and ranking of published storiee.
rs «929, n=7, p-.01

E}




Table 3
Comparison of Source Rankings

'~ Between Raw Source Material and Published Stories

 Raw info Source mentions in
All raw info- designed for press published storiest
Sources ' Xtage Rank Atage Rank Atage Rank
. Executive branch ’ ..

(governor) - 47.4 1 - 49.4 - 1 43.5 . 1
Assembly T 23.3 . 2 - 23.3 2 1647 3
Senate - 13.9 3 ' 16.3 A 3 13.2~ 4
External organizations 11.7 &4  11.0 4 2309 2
Joint committees . 3.0 "5 — - : 1.1 6
Judictary 0.8 6 — - 1.7 5

n=266 - n=172 o n=1404

lror each story, the top three sources were identified. Thus, in-the 863 stories
with Madison datelines, we coded mentions of 1404 sources. :

Comparison of all raw information ranking and»publishéd story ranking: rg=.773, n=6, n.s.

.Comparison of ranking of prehs-designed raw information and ranking of published stories:
rs.o400, n‘4, NeSe. ! ’



Table 4
Relationship Between Presence of Conflict in Stqries1

and External Source Use

Presence of conflict? .ff

Yes ‘ No
Type of source : n=477 n-762?
External 27% 16.8%
State govt. - 73% 83.22
100.02 100. 0%

1p11 1246 stories wers utilized in this analysis.

Chi square = 18.288, 1 d.f,, p<.001

22




